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ABSTRACT 
Aotearoa New Zealand is in a unique position, being the only country to implement a 
model of full decriminalisation of sex work. This research explores the perspectives of sex 
work advocates on how they perceive their roles and the part they play in reducing the 
stigma associated with the sex industry. Given that Aotearoa New Zealand decriminalised 
sex work over a decade ago, the impact this legislation has had on the role of sex work 
advocacy was of particular interest. Strong radical feminist ideologies and moral 
judgement have succeeded in influencing international sex work legislation, including that 
of Sweden and Canada. However, this has not been the case for Aotearoa New Zealand. 
More robust research is needed to fully understand the effects these different legislative 
models have on the health and wellbeing of sex workers. This research project draws on a 
qualitative methodology and semi-structured interviews were conducted with three 
female sex work advocates, all of whom had lived experiences as sex workers prior to the 
law change, and have had significant involvement in sex work advocacy efforts, with 
upwards of seventeen years of advocacy experience each. The results of the study are 
largely consistent with the reviewed literature regarding the amount of time and effort 
involved in advocacy, as well as the importance of building relationships and alliances with 
key decision makers in order to facilitate positive change for sex workers. The results have 
also highlighted the positive effect decriminalisation has had on the lives and wellbeing of 
sex workers, and not the feared negative outcomes that oppositional groups had 
suggested. It was also noted that legislation alone is not enough to combat the stigma 
associated with the sex industry, but it does go a long way in protecting the basic rights of 
sex workers. So while legislative success has been achieved due to advocacy efforts, more 
effort is still required to counteract the existing and deeply entrenched myths surrounding 
sex work. With the literature detailing the Aotearoa New Zealand experience still being 
limited, this research contributes to the growing body of literature that advocates for the 
decriminalisation of sex work, with the hope of continuing to effect positive change for sex 
workers across the globe.
    
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
I would like to thank the three research participants who kindly allowed me an insight into 
their experiences and knowledge, offering both their time and wisdom. I have nothing but 
the utmost respect for your enduring passion. Your relentless advocacy efforts are truly 
inspirational, and served as a reminder that when things are worth fighting for there is 
always hope. 
I would also like to sincerely thank my research supervisor, Dr. Michael Dale, for his time, 
patience and guidance throughout the journey of this research report. Particularly when 
my self-doubt took grip, his support helped instil much needed confidence. 
And to my parents who re-welcomed me into their home; I am eternally grateful for your 
love, understanding and unwavering support. 
I also cannot forget my cat, Tiakarete, who kept me company during the many late nights 
spent reading and writing, he provided instant stress relief in the form of a furry stress ball. 
And my long distance study buddy, Maggi, who always had words of encouragement just a 
message away, we both took comfort knowing that each other was experiencing the same 
research-related struggles. 
And to all those who have suffered injustice, discrimination, stigma and abuse for not 
fitting into a socially acceptable mould, may you continue to add to the richness and 
diversity that make our communities interesting. We can only continue to strive for more 
inclusion, acceptance and tolerance. A massive heart felt thanks to those who fight for 
these basic human rights on a daily basis.  
 
 
    
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
Abstract ....................................................................................................... i 
Acknowledgements .......................................................................................   
Table of contents ...........................................................................................   
Chapter One: Introduction ............................................................................ 1 
Focus of study ...............................................................................................1 
Rationale for the research ............................................................................. 2 
Outline of the report ......................................................................................3 
Summary .....................................................................................................3 
Chapter Two: Literature review ..................................................................... 5 
Introduction .................................................................................................5 
Feminism .................................................................................................... 6 
Advocacy ......................................................................................................7 
Stigma ....................................................................................................... 10 
Legislation ................................................................................................. 11 
Conclusion .................................................................................................. 13 
Chapter Three: Methodology ...................................................................... 14 
Introduction ............................................................................................... 14 
Theoretical framework and research design ................................................... 14 
Participant criteria and selection .................................................................. 15 
Data collection ............................................................................................ 16 
Data analysis .............................................................................................. 16 
Ethical considerations ................................................................................. 17 
Informed and voluntary consent ................................................................... 17 
Confidentiality and anonymity ..................................................................... 17 
Risk of harm ............................................................................................... 18 
Sharing of research results ........................................................................... 18 
Research strengths limitations ..................................................................... 18 
Conclusion .................................................................................................. 19 
Chapter Four: Results ................................................................................. 20 
Introduction ............................................................................................... 20 
Role of sex work advocacy ........................................................................... 20 
Obtaining sex worker input ...................................................................................... 20 
Supporting sex workers ............................................................................................. 21 
Ensuring sex worker rights are upheld ...................................................................... 22 
Ongoing engagement with outsiders ........................................................................ 23 
Influencing personal characteristics .............................................................. 24 
Lived experience as a sex worker .............................................................................. 24 
Feminism ..................................................................................................................25 
Values .......................................................................................................................25 
Role models ............................................................................................................. 26 
Perceptions of sex work ............................................................................... 26 
Sex work myths ......................................................................................................... 27 
  i 
Stigma ...................................................................................................................... 27 
Discrimination and exploitation ............................................................................... 28 
Sex work as work ...................................................................................................... 28 
The construction of an ideal world ........................................................................... 28 
The regulation of sex work ........................................................................... 29 
Decriminalisation ..................................................................................................... 29 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s influence ............................................................................ 30 
Conclusion .................................................................................................. 31 
Chapter Five: Discussion .............................................................................. 32 
Introduction ............................................................................................... 32 
The role of sex work advocacy ...................................................................... 32 
Obtaining sex worker input ....................................................................................... 33 
Supporting sex workers ............................................................................................. 34 
Ensuring sex worker rights are upheld ....................................................................... 35 
Ongoing engagement with outsiders ........................................................................ 35 
Influencing personal characteristics .............................................................. 36 
Lived experience as a sex worker ............................................................................... 36 
Feminism .................................................................................................................. 37 
Values ....................................................................................................................... 38 
Role models .............................................................................................................. 38 
Perceptions of sex work ............................................................................... 39 
Sex work myths ......................................................................................................... 39 
Stigma ..................................................................................................................... 40 
Discrimination and exploitation ............................................................................... 40 
Sex work as work ....................................................................................................... 41 
The construction of an ideal world ............................................................................ 41 
The regulation of sex work ........................................................................... 42 
Decriminalisation ..................................................................................................... 42 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s influence ........................................................................... 44 
Conclusion .................................................................................................. 44 
Chapter Six: Conclusions and recommendations .......................................... 46 
Conclusions of the research ..........................................................................46 
Recommendations ...................................................................................... 47 
Collaboration ............................................................................................................ 47 
Migrant sex workers ................................................................................................. 48 
The influence of morality ......................................................................................... 48 
Wellbeing of sex workers .......................................................................................... 49 
References ................................................................................................. 51 
Appendix A: Letter of invitation  .................................................................. 72 
Appendix B: Information sheet  .................................................................... 73 
Appendix C: Interview schedule ................................................................... 75 
Appendix D: Participant consent form ......................................................... 76 
Appendix E: Authority for the release of transcripts  ....................................... 4 
Appendix F: MASW Human Ethics Application  ............................................ 78 
Appendix G: Notification of low risk research ............................................... 92 
Appendix H: Screening questionnaire .......................................................... 96 
  ii 
Appendix I: Acceptance letter ..................................................................... 99 
Appendix J: Research procedure flow chart ................................................. 100 
 
 
MASSEY UNIVERSITY
MASSEY RESEARCH ONLINE http://mro.massey.ac.nz/
Massey Documents by Type Research Reports
Sex work advocacy in Aotearoa New
Zealand:  Advocates' perspectives on 
effecting positive change: A research report
presented in partial fulfilment of the
requirements for the degree of Master of
Applied Social Work at Massey University,
Manawatu, Aotearoa New Zealand
Sheehan, Kim
2015
http://hdl.handle.net/10179/7773
20/01/2020 - Downloaded from MASSEY RESEARCH ONLINE
